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Reading the Local and Global: Teaching Literature in Secondary
Schools in Australia
Larissa McLean Daviesa*, Brenton Doeckeb and Philip Meadc
aMelbourne Graduate School of Education, University of Melbourne, Melbourne, Australia;
bSchool of Education, Deakin University, Melbourne, Australia; cEnglish and Cultural
Studies, Faculty of Humanities, University of Western Australia, Perth, Australia
Recently Australia has witnessed a revival of concern about the place of
Australian literature within the school curriculum. This has occurred within a
policy environment where there is increasing emphasis on Australia’s place in a
world economy, and on the need to encourage young people to think of
themselves in a global context. These dimensions are reflected in the recently
published Australian Curriculum: English, which requires students to read texts
of ‘enduring artistic and cultural value’ that are drawn from ‘world and
Australian literature’ . No indication, however, is given as to how the reading
and literary interpretation that students do might meaningfully be framed by
such categories. This essay asks: what saliences do the categories of the ‘ local’ ,
the ‘national’ and the ‘global’ have when young people engage with literary
texts? How does this impact on teachers’ and students’ interpretative approaches
to literature? What place does a ‘ literary’ education, whether conceived in
‘ local’ , ‘national’ or ‘global’ terms, have in the twenty-first century?
Keywords: literary sociability; English teaching; globalisation; national
literatures; community
Teaching Australian literature and teaching literature in Australia: reigniting
old debates
Perhaps Australians are condemned to experience a certain degree of self-consciousness
when they talk about their country’s literature. The past three to four decades have
arguably witnessed an increasing acceptance of Australian writing as a legitimate
object of study in schools and tertiary institutions (Dale 1997; Gelder and Salzman
1989, 2009; Reid 1988), and yet during the final years of the Howard Government a
debate erupted in the media that involved accusing secondary teachers of failing to
induct their students into the richness of ‘our’ literary heritage. This debate has since
continued, and it has had a significant impact on the development of a new national
curriculum for English.
It was in response to this debate that Ken Gelder, Professor of English at the
University of Melbourne, commented that ‘Australian literature has always been
something Australians have invested in and squabbled over. The world of Austra-
lian literature is both remarkably productive and rather fragile’ (Gelder 2012).
*Corresponding author. Email: l.mcleandavies@unimelb.edu.au
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While Gelder is referring specifically to the tertiary sector (where discussion has
focused on the continuing provision of Australian literature courses in tertiary
programmes), his comments have equal relevance to the teaching of Australian
literature in secondary schools. Part of this fragility is arguably the result of the
imperial genesis of subject English in Australia, and the historically tenuous role of
Australian literature in the discipline of English at both secondary and tertiary
levels. Indeed, from the beginnings of education in Australia in the nineteenth
century, ‘English’ in schools was the vehicle of a moral and aesthetic education that
was variously bound up with the imperial project of settlement (Green and Cormack
2008). Matthew Arnold’s influential understanding of culture as the ‘ the best that
has been thought and known in the world’ (Arnold 1869) expressed the value of
literature, especially English literature, as transcending class and other social divi-
sions and, for that matter, the conflicts associated with invasion. As the famous
example of The Victorian Readers show, this allegiance to the ‘Mother Country’
did not necessarily preclude valuing Australian writing, such as the work of Henry
Lawson and Banjo Patterson, which was anthologised alongside poems by Shake-
speare and Tennyson. But the significance ascribed to this work derives from its
place within a literary heritage that is undeniably British.
The definitions and uses of literature in subject English, though, in Australia
and elsewhere in the late twentieth and twenty-first century, have evolved and
shifted. The growth of a broadly postcolonial and now postnational consciousness
has given rise to changing definitions of the role of literature, and in particular,
Australian literature, in secondary English (McLean Davies 2008; Patterson 2012).
This has arguably heightened tensions in the literary field, as well as the larger
society, as reflected in the media debates to which we have just referred. Bennett
observes: ‘[t]he hangovers of colonialism remain factors for consideration in
modern Australia; and the impact of “economic rationalists” (and nationalists) on
literary culture must be watched closely’ (Bennett 2010, 129). Central to current
debates are concerns about the continuing presence of canonical British and North
American literature within the Australian secondary curriculum (Beavis 2006, 2008;
McLean Davies 2011), the role of Australian literature in establishing and interro-
gating national identity (Doecke, McLean Davies, and Mead 2011; Mead 2011),
and, more broadly, questions about the relevance of literature as a strand of subject
English (Homer 2007; Morgan and Misson 2005; Morgan 2007). In Australia, as
elsewhere, the predominant focus of educational debates has been on the ‘ literacy’
levels of Australian students as demonstrated by standardised testing. The debate
about the role of Australian literature within the curriculum has in some ways been
a curious side-show that begs the question of the place of a ‘ literary’ education
within an educational policy setting largely geared towards improving ‘ literacy’
standards in order to increase economic productivity (cf. van de Ven and Doecke
2011).
In 2011, we – Philip, Brenton and Larissa – coedited Teaching Australian
Literature: From Classroom Conversations to National Imaginings (Doecke,
McLean Davies, and Mead 2011), featuring a collection of essays that engaged
directly in these tensions surrounding literary study in contemporary Australia and
elsewhere. The project was prompted, in part, by the introduction and development
of Australia’s first national English curriculum, and the indication, conveyed from
the earliest draft of the Curriculum in 2008, that Australian literature would be a
mandated aspect of subject English from Years 7 to 10. The introduction of this
Changing English 225
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Curriculum, whilst not the main focus of contributions made by a range of teachers,
writers, literary studies academics and teacher educators, nonetheless provided a
useful context for conversations about literary practices and priorities in Australia,
as did the sustained media attention to the so-called ‘crisis’ in the teaching of
Australian literature, identified by journalist Rosemary Neill (2006) in the context
of tertiary literary studies, and extended to the secondary sector by commentators
such as Donnelly (2007) and Salusinszky (2007).1
As one would expect, the essays included in Teaching Australian Literature are
diverse, and offer a range of accounts of literary study and the uses of Australian
writing within educational settings, including overseas contexts (Parr and Bellis
2011), the context of teaching English to Chinese international students in
Melbourne (Bailey 2011), and as part of an Indigenous-focused tertiary Australian
studies course (Healy-Ingram 2011), to name but a few. Amidst these rich accounts
of teaching Australian writing are various reflections on the definition and status of
Australian literature. While each chapter takes a unique starting point, some key
themes or arguments emerge across the volume, and it is these arguments,
particularly around questions of the salience of a local and a global community for
engaging in literary texts, that we wish to take up, as we resume the conversation
about the teaching of Australian literature, and consider the next steps in our intel-
lectual, professional and pragmatic engagement with issues concerning a literary
education in Australia.
Teaching Australian literature: key themes
The first argument, raised in different ways by contributors (see Reid, Parr and
Bellis, Howie, and Mead), is that Australian literature should not be treated as a
distinct category, involving essentialist notions of an Australian literary tradition
that somehow reveals a distinctively Australian national identity. What we refer to
as Australian literature is and should be studied in relation to other texts from other
places, as part of a world, or global, literary community. Summing up this argu-
ment, Reid (2011, 16) writes:
When you read or write in an Australian context, your imagination is unavoidably and
utterly itinerant …. The particular cultural situation we inhabit in our country accentu-
ates this experience of itinerancy because, for an Australian, reading and writing are
practices that have come from elsewhere, and they continue to carry the ineradicable
imprint of other places.
In a similar way, Parr and Bellis (2011, 160) reflect on the ways in which they
conceive Australian literature intertextually, in relation to other texts, regardless of
the nationality of writers:
as we continued to write and talk about the teaching of Australian literature, we
tended to do so in association with our teaching of other texts. Indeed, we recognised
that in our teaching of any particular text, we would invariably encourage our students
to identify and construct intertextual links with other texts that we or our student
might have read.
The second, and related, theme to emerge from Teaching Australian Literature is
that literature can be used to make meaning of experience within contemporary
226 L.M. Davies et al.
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society, in response to the local settings in which young people find themselves.
This is as distinct from being concerned with the place of national literature within
a broader, global literary field, although the two themes are obviously intertwined,
and can be seen as different ways of tackling the larger question of the significance
of literary creativity in our lives. John Yandell (2011) explores ways in which
Shakespeare can be taught that might engage students living in contemporary
England, enabling them to find their own voices and to appropriate Shakespeare on
terms that are meaningful to them. The issue becomes not whether Shakespeare, or
other examples of so-called canonical literature, should be taught, but rather how
such literature might be experienced and interpreted by young people within class-
room settings.
For Australian teachers and students, ‘Shakespeare’ is continually moving away
from the cultural tendencies that either wished to relegate heritage English in
favour of a nationalist cultural programme (like ‘Jindyworobak’ ,2 for example) or
the privileging, conscious or otherwise, of English literary heritage within subject
Literature (see ‘Magwitch Madness’ by Larissa McLean Davies 2011). In a post-
national setting, which the Australian Curriculum wishes to enhance, Shakespeare
can actually take on the role of the paradigmatic ‘world’ author, largely free of
the kinds of English and Englishness that constituted his role in literary education
previously. In other words, studying Shakespeare is no longer about heritage, or
the persistence of links between cultural centres and colonial peripheries, but about
the literary sociability of the present and the globalised local. The world’s
Shakespeare, rather than England’s. A good example of this thinking about literary
community and education is represented in the various perspectives in Flaherty,
Gay and Semmler’s (2013) Teaching Shakespeare Beyond the Centre: Australasian
Perspectives. It is also reflected in other forms of literary sociability like the
highly successful ‘Globe to Globe’ initiative, part of a world Shakespeare festival
in 2012, and which included Australian Indigenous (Noongar) versions of
Shakespeare sonnets.3
The third key theme that becomes apparent in Teaching Australian Literature
concerns the ways that all these forms of engagement with literary texts are medi-
ated by the institutional settings in which they occur. All the contributors draw
attention, both explicitly and implicitly, to the institutional and political expectations
that impose limits on students’ experiences of national and indeed all literature. It is
not as though students’ imaginings of the ‘ local’ , the ‘national’ and the ‘global’
float free from the constraints of schooling. High-stakes testing (Bailey 2011; Gill
2011; Jose 2011; Howie 2011; McLean Davies 2011) and resourcing (Dale and
Bushnell 2011; Frow 2011) shape students’ and teachers’ engagement with Austra-
lian literature, and literature more broadly, in the English classroom. Guillory
(1993, viii) writes that:
it is only by understanding the social function and institutional protocols of the school
that we will understand how works are perceived, reproduced, and disseminated over
successive generations and centuries.
Teachers necessarily engage in negotiation and compromise as they enact a litera-
ture curriculum within their specific institutional settings. However, contributors
to Teaching Australian Literature remind us that those settings cannot simply be
conceived in terms of the physical space of buildings and the individuals within
Changing English 227
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them, but must also be seen as mediated by larger social and political contexts
beyond what is immediately visible. The act of engaging with a literary text
occurs within multiple contexts (including the introduction of a national curricu-
lum for English) beyond the immediate context of the classroom, raising
questions about the ideological designs that others may have on us. As teachers,
this means confronting the difference between our intentions and what we actu-
ally achieve, between the values we might espouse as teachers of literature and
the ideological work that we are actually performing as functionaries of larger
apparatuses.
The shifting focus from the local to the global (and back again) that becomes
apparent in Teaching Australian Literature can be understood as reflecting the
different ways in which the contributors engage with post-colonial or post-imperial
notions of community. In this respect, the collection paradoxically mirrors The
Australian Curriculum: English, even though some contributors engage in vigorous
critique of this document. The rationale for the Literature strand within the new
Curriculum emphasises the importance of young people reading literary texts that
are ‘recognised as having enduring artistic and cultural value … drawn from world
and Australian literature’ , i.e. texts that can be located in a canon of texts that ‘are
recognised as having enduring social and artistic value’ . This statement reflects a
traditional understanding of canonicity to which some contributors to Teaching
Australian Literature strongly object, as reifying notions of ‘artistic and cultural
value’ , as though such notions are not the product of ongoing exchanges between
people as they engage with the literary works available to them (see Doecke,
McClenaghan, and Petris 2011). As we have indicated, this kind of cultural conser-
vatism was a strong feature of media debates in the last couple of years of the
Howard Government (see also Doecke, Howie, and Sawyer 2006).
Yet if this emphasis on the importance of texts that supposedly have ‘enduring
social and artistic value’ , on texts that somehow exist in a realm above the social
relationships that comprise local, lived experience, reflects the opinions of media
pundits and other groups within Australian society, it is also noteworthy that the
Curriculum nominates as worthy of study a body of texts comprising ‘ inspirational
and oral narrative traditions of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, texts
from Asia’ , and ‘ texts from Australia’s immigrant cultures’ (Australian Curriculum,
Assessment and Reporting Authority 2013, 8). Young people, in short, are envisaged
as potentially engaging in both local and global communities that extend far beyond
traditional understandings of a literary education, conceived either in the form of the
‘best that has been thought and known in the world’ or in the parochial terms of an
Australian literary tradition that is somehow bound up with an Australian identity.
Rather than being captive to essentialist notions of this kind (notions that, as we
have observed, curiously had some currency at the time that the Australian
Curriculum was being developed [see Donnelly 2007]), young people now have the
opportunity to experience literature in a way that involves an enhanced appreciation
of the cultural diversity of Australian society, as well as dialogue with Asia. The
Australian Curriculum: English is hardly characterised by any compelling rhetoric
about the place of English, and specifically the role of a literary education, within
the lives of young people. The stolid nature of its prose signals an attempt to close
down creativity and critical engagement on the part of students. Eclecticism of this
kind, however, is a source of hope, registering dimensions of experience beyond the
social engineering that otherwise characterises this document.
228 L.M. Davies et al.
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Expanding the field: literary sociability and teaching literature in Australian
schools
The exploration of notions of global and local literary communities evident in the
contributions to Teaching and Australian Literature echoes debates about the
purpose of literature currently within the broader literary field. In his seminal
analysis of French literature, Bourdieu (1996) contested the notion of literature as
somehow having an autonomy that elevates it above social conflict and class
divisions, arguing that notions of legitimacy, taste and distinction combine in the
literary field to privilege particular texts and individuals with powerful cultural capi-
tal. Various researchers have drawn on Bourdieu’s key terms to analyse different
contexts in which people exercise literary judgments and the social implications of
such activities (e.g Guillory 1993). These analyses have concurred with Bourdieu’s
construction of the literary field as inherently competitive and discriminatory,
involving insiders and outsiders, and a continuing struggle by certain social groups
to maintain power through cultural capital (for Australian examples, see Glaston-
bury 2010; McLean Davies 2008, 2009). Casanova (2004) embodies perhaps the
most influential appropriation of Bourdieu’s key concepts to date, challenging the
future of local literatures in a hierarchical and globalised literary system – an argu-
ment that paradoxically underlines the claims to authority of those cultural elites
who embody such taste.
Recent work, however, problematises this straightforward acceptance of the liter-
ary field as fundamentally competitive, and proposes an alternative view of it as
inclusive, rather than adversarial. Termed ‘ literary sociability’ , this concept ‘shifts
attention away from individual writers and great books, to examine the various
forms of community that facilitate and sustain reading and writing, and also the
kinds of communal identities that are formed by the practices of writing and read-
ing’ (Kirkpatrick and Dixon 2012, v). As Kirkpatrick and Dixon argue, the concept
of ‘ literary sociability’ challenges the traditional preoccupation of literary scholars
with locating the work of an individual writer within a literary canon that somehow
exists in a realm above the social and historical conditions in which that work is
produced and valued. Attention is given, rather, to the variegated social relation-
ships and institutional settings in which reading and writing occur. Such scholarship
clearly reflects a strong democratic impulse: by emphasising the intensely social
character of the production and reception of literary works, as opposed to (say)
traditional notions of the creative writer as a solitary genius, a much stronger case
can be made as to the social value of literary work for creating forms of identity
and community for the good of society as a whole. Kirkpatrick and Dixon (2012,
5–6) instance ‘ the networks of writers and readers that cluster around literary jour-
nals and little magazines, literary schools or movements, reading groups and book
clubs, writers’ festivals, and the various forms of sociability generated by institu-
tions such as libraries, schools, universities and writers’ associations’ – all scenes in
which people engage with each other as actors within social networks directed
towards achieving common goals (for a lucid exploration of this notion, see also
Rubin 2012 in Kirkpatrick and Dixon).
Within the field of literary scholarship, much innovative work has been done to
re-situate the writer’s work within the social relationships in which it is produced
and received. Kirkpatrick and Dixon cite the work of Russell and Tuite (2002), two
scholars who have reinterpreted British romanticism as a product of dynamic social
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networks that existed at the beginning of the nineteenth century. As Kirkpatrick and
Dixon point out, this is not simply a matter of reading a ‘ text’ within its ‘context’ ,
but of sophisticated interpretive work that treats the social networks that mediate
the production and circulation of texts as themselves a kind of ‘ text’ (Kirkpatrick
and Dixon 2012, vi). In this respect, parallels can be drawn with innovative work
on literature teaching within secondary school settings, stretching back to Reid’s
(1984) understanding of the meaning of a literary work as the unstable product of
the situation in which it is read and appropriated. Focusing specifically on reading
as it is practised in secondary English classrooms, Reid (1984, 57) characterises the
text as ‘an interactive event, a social exchange of meanings’ , an insight that has
given rise to a proliferation of innovative studies within the field of English curricu-
lum and pedagogy in Australia re-envisioning the meaning-making practices that
occur within secondary English classrooms as a product of the social relationships
enacted within those spaces.
Our brief analysis of themes to emerge in Teaching Australian Literature indi-
cates that both notions of literary sociability and the competitive and hierarchical
world literature movement are necessarily in play in the work of secondary teach-
ers. Thus, we will use these key concepts for our examination of the purpose of a
literary education in the twenty-first century, and further exploration of the role of
Australian literature in subject English in the next section of this paper. Framing the
teaching of Australian literature in secondary schools in terms of literary sociability
locates literature teaching in the secondary sector within the broader field of literary
studies, an outcome consistent with the agenda of Teaching Australian Literature,
which sought to bring tertiary literary experts into dialogue with teachers and
teacher educators. This is not to say that secondary English teachers should now
defer to literary scholars as the experts in the field, as in traditional understandings
of the authority of the academy vis-à-vis school curriculum. Rather, the concept of
literary sociability prompts inquiry into the ways that sociability is enacted in a
range of settings, including the institutional settings of the university tutorial as
distinct from the secondary English classroom.
Further to this, analysing the teaching of Australian literature in this way
contributes and broadens the literary field itself. While Dixon and Kirkpatrick iden-
tify schools as sites for literary sociability, a moment’s reflection is sufficient to
trouble the notion that secondary English classrooms, along with the other social
settings and activities that Kirkpatrick and Dixon list, can all be understood as
examples of ‘ literary sociability’ in the same way. Literary movements, book clubs,
writers’ festivals, libraries, schools, universities and writers’ associations (Kirkpa-
trick and Dixon 2012, vi) – these social phenomena, that Dixon and Kirkpatrick
instance as examples of ‘ literary sociability’ , are clearly not the same thing. Schools
cannot be explained solely as examples of ‘ literary sociability’ , and the types of
‘ literary sociability’ enacted in each of these settings cannot be collapsed together.
A preliminary distinction can be drawn between the forms of sociability enacted in,
for example, book clubs as voluntary associations, and the kinds of sociability
created when people read texts within educational settings like schools. With book
clubs, adults typically come together to discuss their reading without any compul-
sion or constraint. Schooling, however, is characterised by those very features: it is
compulsory, it is structured hierarchically, with adults adopting a position of surveil-
lance vis-à-vis the young people in their care, and it is crucially implicated in the
socialisation of young people and the place they will eventually occupy in society
230 L.M. Davies et al.
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(indeed, it is arguably implicated in the ‘ literary socialisation’ of young people
[Pieper et al. 2004], such as the formation of a disposition to join a book club).
The concept of literary sociability prompts a re-envisioning of the exchanges that
occur in literature classrooms within secondary settings. Although the term may be
value-laden, presupposing the primacy of the social as distinct from neo-liberal
constructions of people as competitive individuals, it should not be conflated with
visions of community that have traditionally shaped the work of literary critics (one
thinks of Leavis and Thompson’s celebration of the organic community of ‘Old
England’ ; Leavis and Thompson [1933] 1960, 87) or the reified notions of an
Australian national identity that have underpinned the work of conservative pundits in
the lead-up to the development of the Australian national English curriculum (Donnelly
2007). Rather than invoking an ideal condition to which teachers and their students
might aspire, the concept of ‘ literary sociability’ names, in the first instance, the social
relationships that actually comprise the school classroom. And this, in turn, should
prompt us to interrogate how Dixon and Kirkpatrick apply this concept, for we know
that, far from being an ideal setting in which everyone comes together freely, the
school classroom is mediated in complex ways, including (typically) the imposition of
a competitive academic curriculum, and other structures that perpetuate social inequal-
ities (Teese 2011). Teachers may aspire to create conditions in their classrooms that
facilitate rich discussions about literary works, when everyone feels as though they
belong to a reading community, but such a goal always exists in tension with forces
that render such forms of community problematical. Some young people are alienated
by the literary practices they encounter in school, despite teachers’ best efforts to
create a reading community in which everyone can participate (cf. Pieper et al. 2004).
Theory into practice: explor ing literary sociability in secondary English
In the fourth and final part of this paper, we will explore the nature and manifesta-
tion of literary sociability in practice, in one school setting in Melbourne, and
investigate the factors that impact on the kinds of communities and identities that are
created through and with the study of Australian literature in this institutional setting.
Our aim here is two-fold: in the first instance, it is to begin to explore the potential
and affordances of literary sociability, as a theory and framework, to help us articu-
late the complex textual work undertaken in English classrooms, and to transcend
the terms of the debates about teaching literature in Australia that we have briefly
rehearsed in the first section of this paper, and reported on more substantively, both
individually, collectively and with others (Doecke, McLean Davies, and Mead 2011;
Doecke and McClenaghan 2011; Van de Ven and Doecke, 2011; McLean Davies
2008, 2009, 2011; McLean Davies and Kent 2011; Mead 2011; Mead et al. 2010).
In exploring the potential of this framework, and the kinds of sociability generated
and experienced in this one school setting, our second and related aim is to consider
the ways in which schools, as sites of sociability, with institutional and mandated
behaviours and expectations, are distinct from the voluntary coteries, such as the
book clubs and reading groups discussed by Dixon and Kirkpatrick, and explored by
others in Republics of Letters: Literary Communities in Australia. In this way, we
are responding to the need, identified by Dixon and Kirkpatrick, to expand under-
standing of the types and qualities of literary communities in Australia, in order to
develop a more differentiated view of the role that literature plays in the lives of
ordinary people. This is how Kirkpatrick and Dixon see the challenge:
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[t]hough interest in Australian literary communities has grown in recent years … it
remains a loosely defined, relatively untheorised area in need of a more systematic
approach, and drawing on an innovative range of case studies. (Kirkpatrick and Dixon
2012, vi)
In providing one such, albeit limited, case-study, our purpose is to extend knowl-
edge and understanding of both literary sociability, and more broadly, the literary
field, as we draw secondary English students and teachers into these debates about
nation, community and identity, that have been generated largely beyond and
outside the school context.
Before embarking on the manifestations of literary sociability in one secondary
school, it is important firstly to provide some background to this school, its students
and teachers, and the project through which survey, interview and observational
data were collected. In 2010, Larissa implemented a small research project in an
effort to investigate the teaching of Australian literature in schools. Titled ‘National
Stories: Teaching Australian Literature in Secondary English Classrooms’ ,4 this
project, as explained in more detail elsewhere (McLean Davies 2011), was both a
response to the so-called crisis in the teaching of Australian literature discussed at
the start of this paper, and the subsequent mandating of Australian texts, in draft
versions of the Australian Curriculum: English. Central to this project were
questions about the status of Australian literature, the politics and pragmatics of text
selection in secondary English, and teachers’ views of the social purpose of
Australian literature in a secondary school context. These questions were explored
in four diverse Melbourne schools – distinguished from each other by gender (two
were single-sex, two coeducational), sector (two government, one independent and
one Catholic school were involved in the project) and geography – two schools
were located in inner-suburban Melbourne, and two in the outer suburbs. Some
findings from this project, pertaining to canonicity and high-stakes testing, have
already been explored (McLean Davies 2011).
In the section below, Larissa turns again to this data, and uses the framework of
literary sociability to interpret the exchanges that she observed in literature class-
rooms in one of these schools. The school was an outer-suburban coeducational
school. Although this focus limits the generalisability of some of her observations,
the setting nonetheless provides material for rich analysis of the affordances of liter-
ary sociability as a conceptual framework, and indicates the complexities of literary
communities in a secondary educational context.
Creating literary communities – a story of two classes (Lar issa)
The first thing that becomes apparent, when I return to the data with the framework
of literary sociability in mind, is that schools, and perhaps any reading and
writing-based institutions, house multiple and diverse communities, that require
individuals, both students and teachers, to negotiate identity amidst a myriad of
expectations and demands. This will be explored below as I give an account of two
classes – ‘Jenny’s’ Year 7 English class, who were studying Morris Gleitzman’s
(2005) Once as their set text, and ‘Reema’s’ Year 12 English class, which was
revising the poems of Bruce Dawe (2006) in the collection Sometimes Gladness, in
preparation for a writing task (the teachers’ names are pseudonyms). This required
students to respond to a prompt that required them to read Dawe’s poetry as
232 L.M. Davies et al.
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
ea
ki
n 
U
ni
ve
rs
ity
 L
ib
ra
ry
] a
t 2
2:
20
 2
6 
A
ug
us
t 2
01
3 
exploring the theme of ‘ identity and belonging’ (this was in accord with external
requirements specified by the Victorian Certificate of Education [VCE]).
Jenny’s class
Australian writer Morris Gleitzman’s Once is a fictional holocaust narrative which
tells the story of the main character Felix, a 10-year-old Polish Jew, who escapes
from a Catholic orphanage and attempts to find his parents during the Nazi occupa-
tion. Gleitzman’s official website offers some background to his selection of subject
material – the author’s grandfather was a Jew from Krakow, and although he had
left Poland before the holocaust, most other members of the author’s extended
family perished at this time. In explaining the inspiration for writing Once, Gleitz-
man draws attention to the intertextual nature of the novel. While he acknowledges
it as a work of fiction, he informs his young audience:
On the way to writing Once, I read many real life stories – diaries, letters, notes and
memories of people who were young at the time of the Holocaust. Most of these
young people died, but their stories survived, and you can read some of them …
(Gleitzman’s 2013)
It is this sense of the stories behind the novel, of intertextuality, that Jenny is focus-
ing on when I observe her Year 7 class; in the first part of this lesson, the students
work busily on research tasks that are designed to assist them to understand the
historical context of the novel. The purpose of this is not just so that students can
better understand the narrative, but so that they can begin to explore the way the
novel positions them, as readers. After they have worked on the research tasks,
Jenny spends time linking these tasks to the class reading of the novel, and a
discussion ensues about the purpose of this text, and of Australian students, who
like and are familiar with Gleitzman’s less serious works from their primary years
of schooling. Students are keen to contribute to this discussion and at any one time,
when Jenny asks a question, more than half of the class will have their hands in the
air. One girl suggests that Gleitzman’s book, and other texts that deal with the holo-
caust, exist, even though they are disturbing, so that it won’ t happen again.
Through discussion of this text by a local writer, students are developing a sense
that the purpose of literature is social and global, and that these concerns exist
beyond the boundaries of their classroom, and the novel they are studying.
Jenny draws attention to the ways that this text, written for young adolescent
readers, approaches the topic of the holocaust, and asks the class to consider the
front cover of Gleitzman’s book, which depicts a pile of books in the foreground,
on a grassy slope, and another pile, burning, in the background. The students
discuss the image, and one female student suggests that while the image relates
directly to the story – part of Felix’s quest is to find his parents, and their books –
the burning books also serve as a symbol for the holocaust. One male student
suggests that this image is less graphic than images one would associate with the
holocaust, such as dead bodies, and in this way, readers know that the book will
not be too gruesome or confronting for them. The novel, and by implication the
classroom, are thus positioned as a safe community through which to connect with
the challenging texts of history.
In an interview I conducted with Jenny and her colleagues, Jenny speaks
passionately about students’ connections, both social and intellectual, with texts,
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and this is evident in this class I observed, through classroom conversations and the
desire of students to continue reading the next chapters of the text. One girl
confesses that ordinarily she does not like reading, but that this text has been differ-
ent. She tells the class, almost as a confession, that she tried to stop reading the
book, but just couldn’ t do it. When Jenny asks if this is an experience common to
other members of the class, at least a third raise their hands.
Yet, alongside fostering these personal and intellectual connections, Jenny also
spends considerable time developing what I will call institutionalised reading dispo-
sitions. On the day that I observe the class, 7D (who Jenny tells me are generally a
cooperative and focused group) take some minutes to settle, and Jenny discusses
with them the possibility that they may have to re-enter the room ‘properly’ . While
this could be understood as simply something that all teachers might do as part of a
classroom management routine, Jenny continues to modify and shape behaviour
throughout the lesson, but importantly, this is done in the context of the class func-
tioning as a successful dialogic community of readers. Students are reminded to
look at peers when they are talking, and they rehearse this and other attributes of
successful listening – in effect, they themselves become texts that can be read in
this literary space. The pragmatics of reading are also addressed, and Jenny spends
time at the end of the class talking with one student about ways in which he can
improve his organisational skills, and ask his parents to purchase a diary, so that he
will remember to bring the novel to class, and will therefore be able to participate
more fully in discussions. I am reminded of the ways in which students’ lives and
relationships outside the classroom impact on the kinds of community that can be
created in schools, and of the nature of literary teaching in an institutional setting,
where reading is involuntary, and mandated.
So, where is the ‘national’ in this discussion? The answer, I think, is both
nowhere and everywhere. Australian literature, as a category, or a canon, is not
mentioned during this class; indeed, the fact that Gleitzman is Australian is referred
to only in passing; his popularity and familiarity are the points that are emphasised.
Yet students have a sense that this text, read and rewritten by them through discus-
sions in their classroom, is somehow coming into being. The emphasis Jenny places
on the production of texts, and the time she allocates to explore the historical
context of Once, means that these students have a shared discourse through which
they can engage with the text in order to mediate their experiences of life and their
understandings of the world, as Australian students in the twenty-first century.
Reema’s class
When I visit Reema’s class, her students are due to sit an ‘Outcome’ , a school-
based test on the context ‘Identity and Belonging’ the following day, and so this
period is spent in preparation and revision. This task that the students are undertak-
ing, which is mirrored in the final exam, asks them to respond to a prompt on the
context, a statement, such as ‘The shaping of identity and belonging is determined
by our own experiences’ , which invites them to interrogate the text/s they have
studied through this particular lens. This written response can take a variety of
forms, including imaginative writing; the key criterion in completing this task is
that students draw on ideas in the text they have studied in order to address the
prompt. It is a sophisticated task, and one that causes general consternation amongst
teachers who are made anxious, in a high-stakes environment, by the variety of
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ways in which students may write their response, and by the shift away from a
traditional close reading of texts to a focus on texts as vehicles for exploring ideas
and issues.
I am struck by the way in which Reema and her students become both psychol-
ogists and philosophers in this space, assessing the ways in which the experience of
moving house and place, as represented in Dawe’s poem ‘The Drifters’ , impacts on
the character’s sense of identity, and extrapolating from this more generalised
notions of life experiences that influence a sense of self. The topic of ‘ Identity and
Belonging’ position texts as a means through which students can better understand
the forces that shape their own identities, and those of others. Reema’s use of
inclusive pronouns – ‘we’ feel, ‘our’ families, who ‘we’ are – contributes to this
transition, from students’ discussions of the poems to an examination of their own
lives and experiences.
Reema encourages a personal connection with the poems, and reminds the class
of one female student who in the previous lesson had discussed the ways in which
she could relate to Dawe’s poem ‘Life Cycle’ . In part, this personal connection is
encouraged for strategic and pragmatic reasons. Reema notes that in the exam, it is
important to write ‘honestly’ , and ‘authentically’ , and shares with the class that this
is why students in previous years have often chosen to write on Dawe’s poetry. The
students indicate that this will be repeated with their class, and register a preference
for Dawe’s works, rather than the alternative text studied in First Semester, the
1985 film Witness, directed by Peter Weir. One boy agrees with Reema that they
probably relate to Dawe’s poetry more because it is Australian. Reema reminds the
class that, in studying Witness, the students had been required to do some back-
ground research, whereas the poetry of Dawe ‘ is automatically part of who we are’ .
I am mindful that the notion of a literary community is working on several
levels in Reema’s classroom. On one level, the VCE curriculum positions texts as a
means through which local and national communities, and the relationships between
people, can be accessed, understood and interpreted. On another level, in undertak-
ing this task, the students and their teachers themselves become a reading and
writing community. Reema tells the students that she and Mark, the other Year 12
English teacher, recognise that ‘we have brainwashed our students in terms of what
we feel comfortable with as writers’ . While the majority of Reema’s class will
choose to write an imaginative response in tomorrow’s test, their colleagues in the
other class will write in an expository mode. Reema’s identification of her role in
shaping the responses of her students, and her suggestion that Year 12 students
exchange textual knowledge with their peers in the other class, can be read as an
acknowledgement of and desire to transcend the boundaries of the literary commu-
nity that has been created in individual classes at this school.
Finally, it is important to note that another literary community is frequently
evoked throughout the lesson I observe: the community represented by those exter-
nal stakeholders who are involved in setting and assessing the exam. As they
prepare for this school-based assessment, Reema’s students are reminded that ulti-
mately, their writing will be judged by a panel of experts, a literary community that
they will attempt to negotiate and write themselves into. In a sense, this community
stands proxy for the world beyond the classroom. In a focus interview that I
conduct involving both Reema and Mark, this external literary community remains
present throughout the conversation, which often returns to the information they are
provided by the state examinations authority regarding the course and the content
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of the exams, and the hidden or silent curriculum (Moi 1999) that is evidenced in
assessment reports: aspects of high-stakes English teaching that impact on and
complicate classroom practices and communities (cf. Teese 2011).
Conclusion and next steps
The context of high-stakes assessment that has just been described by Larissa
reminds us that classrooms are complexly mediated and contradictory settings –
sites both for the cultivation of ‘ literary sociability’ and for the implementation of a
competitive academic curriculum that will see some students succeed while others
will experience failure. The task that she describes, which gives students the oppor-
tunity to respond in a variety of ways to the texts that have been selected for study,
is represented in a variety of ways in earlier Year levels, as many English teachers
promote this form of text-response, seeing it as a legitimate way to encourage
young people to engage in literary texts. While there is some debate around using
this kind of task for assessment, it does not produce the kind of agony that Andrew
Goodwyn (2012) reports, on the basis of two national surveys into the status of lit-
erature teaching conducted in England. Making specific reference to the impact of
narrow forms of mandated assessment on students’ capacity to engage with literary
texts, Goodwyn writes:
As regards to Shakespeare, all teachers (in both surveys 1 & 2) wanted to include him
in both KS3 and 4 … What teachers wanted was freedom to choose which
Shakespeare to teach and when and to be able to differentiate teaching for different
groups. The great majority, 75%, felt that the real qualities of Shakespeare, such as
dramatic power and poetry of the language were being obscured by the testing appara-
tus. (Goodwyn 2012, 221)
One respondent lamented that the testing regime prohibited engagement with
serious literature – ‘at that level [Year 9] you can’t do a Dickens or something like
that I mean we did do a bit of Dickens through extracts but it wasn’ t very satisfy-
ing’ – and yearns for a context in which she can convey that ‘Great Expectations is
a fabulous book’ , and for her students to have the skills and time to ‘really appreci-
ate that’ (Goodwyn 2012, 222). For Goodwyn, the teaching of Shakespeare,
mandated and cemented in the National Curriculum, is not, in the end, the issue to
be debated. Rather, the pressing questions are ones of curriculum focus, pedagogy
and assessment.
This struggle is a familiar one with which we identify. In many respects it typi-
fies the situation of teachers of literature in both England and Australia, as they
struggle to open up the worlds of imagination available in literary texts to their
students in a policy setting that is shaped by standards-based reforms, where the
only things that matter are what ‘count’ . This is the context in which we need to
explore the possibilities of the ‘ local’ , the ‘national’ and the ‘global’ as salient
frames of reference for engaging in literary texts.
Our use of the concept of ‘ literary sociability’ , however, is also meant to point
beyond the dilemmas that Goodwyn reports, and to prompt us to rethink our role as
English teachers, focusing, instead, on the way reading mediates the social relation-
ships that are enacted within institutional settings like schools, as well as the other
settings mentioned by Kirkpatrick and Dixon (2012). This is not to disavow our
passion for individual writers, but to locate this passion within our own literary
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socialisation as English teachers, and the socialisation of our students into ways of
reading and imagining that we value.
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